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Thank you to Director Utsumi Fusako-san and the staff of NWEC for 
inviting me here today, for hosting this event, and for establishing Beate 
Sirota Gordon’s new archive. And thank you to all the people here 








A question for my brother and me has been how best to serve my mother‘s 
legacy. We know that the world needs to see her papers and that New York 
is not the most logical place to keep them. It has taken time to determine 
the best place to archive her significant papers concerning the drafting of 
the Constitution. We are enormously pleased that NWEC has been able to 








This archive represents a cooperative effort with Beate’s alma mater, Mills 
College. It allows access to Beate’s work both in the US and Japan, and I 
hope this collaboration will continue with the advanced technology now 
available in the 21st century. Beate would be so happy to know that her 
college and NWEC are working together. I hope you can all make good use 









Today I am here to tell you about my mother Beate Gordon and how 
important women’s equality was to her, and particularly women’s equality in 







There are people here today who were Beate’s close friends, and others 
who know her story well, and, I am sure, people who do not know very 
much about her role in the history of the Japanese Constitution. I hope that 







 I will present what I have to say in two parts. First, I will talk about the past: 
how Beate was uniquely suited to draft Articles 14 and especially 24.  
Second, I will talk from my own perspective about the future, and how we 
all, in every country, must do what we can, not just to protect what we 
have, but also to expand, deepen, and implement what Beate articulated 








                           ******************************************************** 
 
 
 Beate’s father, Leo Sirota, was a well-known pianist in Japan. He came to 
Japan from Vienna in the late 1920’s, when he was invited to teach at the 
Imperial Academy of Music. My mother was born in Vienna and was 5 






To understand Beate’s story, one has to know about five major influences 
that converged to put her in the right place at the right time and gave her 
the passion to seize the opportunity presented to her to effect significant 








She had a European upbringing and spoke six languages. She came from 
a secular Jewish family. Her family had roots in Russia and Austria, and 
was engaged with the cultures of France and Germany, as well as other 





 2. Her mother had a strong personality. She was an independent 
European woman, who, sad to say, under the laws at that time, had to give 








 3. Beate passed her formative years—from the ages of 5 to 15, in Japan, 
and learned to speak Japanese fluently. She had access—which was 
unusual for a European family in Japan at that time—to Japanese people, 
playing with children, visiting their homes and observing their home lives, 







4. Miyo-san, the family’s cook and housekeeper, who was very close to 
Beate when she was growing up, told her about life as a woman in Japan. 
Their relationship was so close that decades later Beate asked Miyo-san to 
come live with our family in New York City for two years to help take care of 







5. The President of Mills College, Aurelia Henry Reinhardt, who was a 
great feminist in America, urged young women to make careers for 
themselves. She also tried to protect Japanese women students at the 







These influences created an acute awareness for Beate of the unfairness 






                           ******************************************************** 
 
Beate was separated from her parents during the war, when her parents 
remained in Japan and she was in college in California. She had no contact 
with her parents and did not know whether they were dead or alive. And so 








To do this she had to be attached to the US Army, and she applied and 
was accepted because she was one of only 65 Caucasians in the US who 
knew Japanese. Nisei were excluded from serving in the Occupation. 
Beate was the first civilian woman to arrive in Japan after the war ended. 








When General MacArthur decided that the Americans would draft a new 
Constitution for Japan, he turned to the staff at GHQ and gave them ９ 
days to write it. Beate was among those who were called to work on this 
project. Beate was given the opportunity to draft the women’s rights section 
of the Constitution, and she asked also to have the responsibility to draft 
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the section on academic freedom, which became Art 23. She also 









Beate collected constitutions from many countries—having been a trained 
researcher—and was able, because of her mastery of multiple languages, 
to find the best clauses for women in foreign countries’ constitutions—NOT 
including the US Constitution, which to this day has no mention of women’s 
or gender equality. Among her models were constitutions from the Weimar 
Republic and the Soviet Union. She may have been the only person on the 
team drafting the Constitution who had proficiency in so many languages. 
This gave her the ability to take what she thought was most useful for 













When she collected constitutions from other countries, she shared them 
with her colleagues at GHQ, which helped them with writing other sections 
of the Constitution. This is an important back story about how a progressive 









Beate drafted a very strong and detailed set of recommendations, which 
included protections for expectant mothers and out-of-wedlock children, 
universal compulsory education, and a requirement that schools stress 
principles of democracy, equality and justice, and peaceful progress, 
including the observance of truth and scientific progress.  As described in 
her memoir, it was the Americans—not the Japanese—who deleted most 









She argued forcefully that the social welfare details she had originally 
included SHOULD have been kept in the Japanese Constitution, because 
otherwise, in her view, the Japanese government would not create a civil 
code that adequately protected women.  Nonetheless, she believed the 
Japanese Constitution, as finally adopted, is a model for other countries, 








Finally, she was an interpreter in the negotiations with the Japanese 
government. Her Japanese was fluent, since as I said earlier, she had 
learned Japanese at a very early age. And so she ended up interpreting for 
both the American and the Japanese negotiators. As a result, she had a 
role in assisting the Japanese negotiators to understand the substance, not 
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Luck put her in the position to play a historic role, but it was her experience 
and knowledge of Japan that gave her the determination and stubbornness 











When she left Japan, she did not speak of her work on the Constitution for 
decades. It was “top secret” and she respected the confidential nature of 
the origins of the Constitution. Even after secrecy was lifted, she 
maintained her silence for some years, because she feared that her youth, 
(she had been just 22 years old), the fact that she was not Japanese, and 







In the 1950’s, she accompanied Ichikawa Fusae on a trip around the U.S. 
as an interpreter. She did not tell Ichikawa-san about her work on the 
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Constitution at that time. This silence must have been so difficult!  
Eventually, she did of course tell Ichikawa-san of her role, but that was not 
until many years later. Beate was very much influenced by Ichikawa-san 
and admired her tremendously. Beate often quoted Ichikawa-san: “Without 
peace, no equality; without equality, no peace”. 









Beate was not a lawyer when she worked on the Constitution and did not 
become one. She worked in the arts, bringing traditional, folk, and modern 
performing arts from Asia to the U.S. She had a great talent for learning 
about and absorbing the cultures of other countries and detecting what was 
genuine in its origins and not distorted simply in an attempt to appeal to 
Western audiences. She insisted on authenticity and excellence in her 










And she helped many Japanese artists who then became important in the 
American cultural landscape, like Ono Yoko and Eiko and Koma (among 
performing artists) and Munakata Shiko, among others. She worked as 
Director of Performing Arts at the Japan Society in New York and later at 








She believed that if people could learn about each other through the arts, 
they would appreciate what they had in common and their differences, and 
that this would support the cause of peace. She knew that sustaining peace 
and resisting the calls for war need strong will and motivation. And she 
particularly believed that the arts are intellectual, cultural, and practical 
pursuits that promote concrete, palpable experiences that enable people 









She aspired, after she retired, to stage a Peace Caravan that would include 
performing artists from all over the world to travel from country to country 
as an inspiration to people to appreciate each others’ cultures and the 







Once her role became known, 50 years after the end of the war, she 
lectured widely in Japan about her experience. She appeared a number of 
times with Speaker of the House of Representatives Doi Takako, 
supporting women’s rights and peace platforms, and they co-authored a 








She became more vocal, not just about women’s rights, but also about the 
peace clause. In a strange way she was lucky that, when she had to retire 
from the Asia Society, which was an unhappy time for her, it was also at 
about the time when the history of the Japanese Constitution was being 







She gave over 200 lectures in Japan and traveled here about twice or three 
times a year. I remember how she would come back to New York from 
Japan, and she was so very happy and invigorated, seeing the energy of 
the women’s rights groups and how they were strongly supporting Article 










As Beate embraced her broader platform, she advocated in several ways 
for women’s rights, not just with lectures and television appearances in 
Japan.  For example, she lectured also in the United States, educating 




Beate also wrote a memoir, “Christmas 1945” working closely with Hiraoka 
Makiko, who had encouraged her to write a book about her experience 
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drafting Article 24. Beate dictated the book in Japanese, which was 








In 2003, she testified before the U.S. Congress on the inclusion of women’s 
rights in the Iranian and Afghani Constitutions. She said that she thought 
that Japanese women–not Americans--should speak to the people of those 
countries to describe what life was like for women in Japan before and after 








And Beate spoke not just about women’s rights, but also about peace. She 
was a fervent supporter of the peace clause of the Japanese Constitution, 
despite not having had any role in writing it, because she believed that 
women’s rights and peace are inextricably linked. Beate always made a 
point to talk about the Japanese pacifist Constitution that includes article 9, 
even when she was specifically invited to speak as the drafter of article 24. 
She believed that the Japanese Constitution contained great wordly 










In December 2001, Beate wrote a letter to the Editor of the New York 
Times opining that when a vacancy arose in the position of Emperor, a 
woman has the same right as a man to the throne and that the law passed 
by he Japanese Parliament after WWII to restrict the throne to male 
offspring is unconstitutional. This was not in any way an endorsement of 












Because Beate grew up in Japan, worked in artistic fields that kept her in 
contact with Japan, and had many close friends in Japan, my brother 
Geoffrey and I grew up in a household that was infused with Japanese art 
and culture. We met many Japanese people and travelled to Japan with 







Our father, Joseph Gordon, was also very knowledgeable about Japan. He 
was the chief of the interpreters’ section at GHQ during the occupation, 
which is how our parents met, and he was present at the same final 









I will add here that my father was extremely supportive of my mother’s 
work. My parents were devoted to each other and supported each other—






Because of Beate’s example, we were accustomed to having a working 
mother. There is a story in my family that when I was 5 years old, I asked a 
little girl in my class what she wanted to be when she grew up. She said, 
“I’m going to get married and have children.” And I said, “of course you will 







     
Our parents had high expectations of us, but they did not get involved in 
the day-to-day matters of school or micro-manage us. They conveyed a 
strong sense of social justice values, and as a result of that I have spent 
almost my entire career in government, including leading a City reform 
agency to control the influence of private money on political office, and in 
the non-profit sector at a foundation primarily concerned with criminal 
justice. Now I am the faculty director of a graduate program at the City 









大学院で、行政学科の主任をしています。    
 
It is probably because of Beate, even though at the time I did not fully 
appreciate the importance of her work, that as a practicing lawyer early in 
my career, I also had an interest in the creation of a constitution. The 
values she and my father communicated were among the reasons that in 
1989, I made an educational television film about New York State’s 
ratification of the new United States Constitution of 1789. I did this on 
behalf of the New York State Bar Association to celebrate the 200th 
anniversary of the U.S. Constitution. I wanted very much to use the 
opportunity to help educate the public about the tumultuous history of our 














Just before Beate died, the Asahi Shimbun asked her for an interview 
about the Japanese Constitution. Beate knew that there was talk of 
amending the Japanese Constitution; of course she believed that the 
Japanese Peace Constitution--far from being a document that needs to be 
changed--should rather serve as a model for all other countries.  She knew 
she was dying, and she was determined to seize this opportunity to make 
her last, strong statement supporting the Japanese Constitution in a highly 











She could not even leave her bed at this time. She dictated her answers to 
prepared questions and I typed them for her to read. I was very surprised, 
because of her weakened state,to see the next morning that she was still 
editing some prepared answers to questions when I arrived at the time for 
the interview. It was only because of her strong will and concern for the 








She used her last strength for this interview, barely able to speak this one 
more time-- emphatically in favor of preserving the Japanese Constitution. 






In 2012, she was asked whether people of diverse sexual identities and 
preferences were covered by Art. 24. She responded that, although these 
matters were not discussed at the time and were therefore not in her 
thinking, in her view, the values of Art. 24 should of course apply to these 
other groups. The Tokyo Bar Association recently affirmed this view, 
indicating that same-sex marriage is not excluded by Art. 24 and is in fact 
















She died knowing that she had done literally everything she could to 
support the Japanese people through her work on the Constitution. She 






She accepted her death and had directed her family and doctors not to take 
any measures to prolong her life. 
 
She was committed and clear-eyed, and thinking about Japan all the way 







A few days before Beate died, I called Eiko and Koma and asked them to 
come and speak to Beate in Japanese, because I was sad that as my 
mother was dying, she would not hear this language of her childhood. I 
thought  this was very important for her, because my brother and I do not 
know Japanese. 
 






But, Beate had not agreed to see anyone outside of our family for many 
days. Even so, I asked her if she would see Eiko & Koma, and she nodded 
her head “yes.” When Eiko and Koma came upstairs, they spoke to her in 







Eiko massaged Beate and told me Beate was not in pain because her body 
was relaxed to the touch. This was a relief for me to hear from a dancer. 
But the most moving and important thing they told me was that Beate 
repeated one word while they talked to her. That word —a word I do 











It is one thing—of course a very important thing--to have gender equality 
written into the Constitution. And even to continue to advocate as Beate did 
vigorously to the end of her life.  It is something else again to see that what 
is written is IMPLEMENTED. And that is what the next generation is now 
charged with doing. The future of Beate’s work is in the hands of people 
who knew her and her work, but it is also in the hands of people who may 










The words of Article 24 are a beginning. They are an invitation to change 
the world for women for the better. This work cannot be done only by 
women.The values of equality also affect men and people of different 
gender identities. But change in practice and culture is extremely difficult to 








In the United States, women’s groups advocate, try to motivate other 
women and also men to become allies in the cause of equality.   They 
stage demonstrations and get women elected to political positions. They 
work to get new laws passed, and they bring lawsuits to establish women’s 
equality. These are among the ways in which women can influence their 
own future. The “Metoo” movement has done much to force a public 











   




First, for the generation that knew Beate: the job of educating the next 
generation can never be finished. You are the link to the past, and you can 








If you met Beate, produced, helped, or attended one of her many lectures,  






I thank you for your love and for your kind words. I thank all the people here 
for welcoming me. I have been so touched in the last 24 hours since I 
arrived here by all of you and seeing your commitment to keep Beate alive 







NWEC is not only archiving Beate's papers on the Japanese constitution, 
but it is also archiving documents related to Beate's later activities, namely 
her lectures all over Japan that were proposed, produced, and widely 
attended by Japanese women. Many of you are here today. By bringing 
Beate’s voice to your own communities you have educated Japanese 
people about the Constitution many decades after it was enacted. That 













And to this special group of people, I have a request. If you are able to 
replicate work that is being done by NWEC in your local communities, you 
can help others and especially the next generation learn the history of the 
Japanese Constitution and draw inspiration from it and work on 
implementation of women’s rights. And perhaps some of you have 










In particular, I urge you to write an article about how Art. 24 affected your 
life and send that article to your local newspaper. Imagine how powerful a 
message would be sent around Japan if letters were published in local 
newspapers in every prefecture!  This would educate people in stark ways 










Then I would ask that you send your articles to NWEC—even if they are 
not published—so that NWEC can maintain an archive of these documents. 






Second, for the younger generation, study history, read Beate’s book if you 
want to hear her voice—do not take the rights that you have for granted, 
press with courage and energy to preserve what has been accomplished 
and improve on it. As Beate did, study other languages and cultures to 
broaden your knowledge and perspectives. Then, when the moment comes 
for you to act for your causes, you will have the kind of knowledge you 










Third, to all, keep close in your mind and heart Ichikawa-san’s words: 






Beate’s conviction that the Japanese Constitution should be used as a 
model for countries around the world has been realized to a significant 
extent. 167 countries now have provisions that protect some form of gender 
equality. However, with respect to article 9, I am aware of only one other 









I know you are carrying out Beate’s vision by educating people and 
advocating for equal rights and for peace. If Beate were here, she would 







I thank you for remembering her and for your work in support of these 
causes. Arigatou gozaimashita. 
  
皆さま、母の思い出を大事にし、母の考えを受け継いでくださって、本当
にありがとうございました。 
 
  
 
